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Abstract

The therapeutic alliance greatly influences the
quality of mental health care. This alliance and other
aspects of treatment are significantly changed with
the introduction of an interpreter into the
therapeutic alliance. A literature review was
conducted and written in Spanish between January
2020 and April 2020 to determine the effects of the
use of interpreters in mental health care services
and to make a summary of these findings available
in Spanish. The 14 articles reviewed produced the
themes of varying interpreter roles, the need for a
working alliance between the mental health
professional and interpreter, loss of various aspects
of meaning, and the positive factors present when
utilizing an interpreter in mental health care. It is
recommended that future mental health treatment
with interpreters involve training for interpreters
and clinicians, a positive working alliance between
interpreters and clinicians, and open, early
communication within the therapeutic alliance.

Purpose and Significance
Purpose: to provide Spanish-speakers with a summary of
the existing literature regarding the effects of the use of
interpreters in mental health care and provide
recommendations for best practices when utilizing an
interpreter in mental health care.
Significance: In 2013, eight percent of the total
population of the United States ages 5 and older were
classified as Limited English Proficient (LEP), meaning
that they “reported speaking English less than ‘very
well’” (Zong and Batlava). The majority of these LEP
individuals were immigrants. While immigrants and
refugees in developed countries are more likely to have
depression than the general population, it is less likely for
them to receive adequate mental health care.
Interpreters are an important aspect of mental health
care for clients who are not able to fluently speak the
most common language of the country they are in. The
nature of mental health treatment changes considerably
when a third member is brought into the therapeutic
alliance. The effects of using an interpreter in mental
health care must be considered when discussing the
quality of therapy for individuals who are not proficient in
the most-used language of the country they are in.

Methodology
A literature search was conducted in PsycINFO in January
2020. Keywords used included “mental health,”
“interpreter,” “result,” “outcome,” “salud mental,” and
“intérprete.” Articles written in English and Spanish were
considered. However, no articles written in Spanish met
the requirements of this topic. Articles were narrowed
down through a preliminary examination of abstracts.
Articles regarding sign language interpretation were
excluded.
Upon further analysis, 14 articles were determined to
meet the qualifications of the literature review: peerreviewed studies either involving the perspectives of
interpreters, mental health professionals, and/or clients
regarding the use of interpreters in mental health care or
containing quantitative data regarding the outcomes of
the use of interpreters in mental health care.
These 14 articles were reviewed and synthesized to
develop overall themes of the research. A review of the
literature was then written, describing these themes and
recommendations for practice and future research.

Limitations
Twelve resources reviewed here are largely qualitative,
with only two quantitative studies included. Qualitative
research is valuable in understanding how participants
perceive the therapeutic alliance when an interpreter is
involved. However, further quantitative research in this
area would expand understanding of how the use of
interpreters affects the extent to which positive
outcomes are achieved in mental health therapy .
While the literature review was written in Spanish,
sources written in Spanish directly related to the topic
could not be found. Therefore, the recommendations
here may not be sufficient for work with interpreters in
mental health care in Spanish-speaking countries due to
cultural differences that could influence mental health
care, in general, as well as the utilization of interpreters,
in particular. However, insights gathered from these
articles may still benefit Spanish-speaking providers and
clients. This literature review can particularly benefit
Spanish-speakers within the United States.

Results
After reviewing the articles, the researcher identified key
findings regarding the utilization of an interpreter in
mental health care.
Studies have shown that the therapeutic alliance is an
important determining factor in the effectiveness of
mental health care. However, the therapeutic alliance is
affected with the addition of an interpreter due to:
• The difficulty of building a relationship between the
therapist and client because of indirect communication
• Varying interpreter roles
• In addition to the primary role of language
interpreter, the interpreter typically fulfills other
roles, which may change throughout the course of
therapy.
• Recognized additional roles include:
• Cultural broker – most emphasized role
• Mediator or advocate for client
• Co-therapist – occasionally, but only within a
definitive framework
• Roles should be defined and discussed ahead of
time according to particular characteristics of the
clinician, interpreter, and client.
• The idea of viewing the interpreter as an invisible
part of the alliance is generally rejected.
• The need for a working alliance between the clinician
and the interpreter
• Preparation and debriefing time are necessary for
effective collaboration to occur.
• Trust, respect, and open communication are
helpful in combatting potential feelings of
disempowerment and exclusion.
It is often beneficial for clients when the same interpreter
is utilized throughout therapy, as this builds trust and
assures clients that confidentiality will be upheld.
Results of quantitative studies are mixed and
contradictory. Further research is needed – particularly
comparing different types of treatment and different
outcome measures.
Nonverbal cues, emotional qualities, and therapeutic or
rapport-building casual side remarks are perceived to be
omitted or lost in some instances of interpreter use.
However, an interpreter’s presence can empower the
patient, provide safety, give the clinician more time to
process, and demonstrate the clinician’s awareness of
the client’s linguistic needs.

Recommendations
The researcher’s primary recommendations for effective
utilization of and collaboration with interpreters in mental
health care, in accordance with the literature, include:
• Providing interpreters with training in mental health
interpreting specifically
• Providing mental health professionals with training in
working with interpreters
• Investing time in developing a positive, balanced
working alliance between the mental health
professional and interpreter before commencing
therapy and between sessions
• Discussing goals of treatment, client-specific concerns,
and expected interpreter roles with all three parties
• Utilizing the same interpreter throughout therapy as
much as possible
• Conducting more observational studies in the field
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